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Synopsis
Summary of May S (2001): An explorative, qualitative
study into patients’ satisfaction with physiotherapy.
Physiotherapy 87: 10-20. [Prepared by Karen Grimmer,
Editorial Board member.]
Research question: To describe aspects of physiotherapy
which were valued by patients who had recently been
treated for back pain. Study Design: Qualitative study
using semi-structured interviews undertaken by one
researcher. Saturation point was reached in each interview
when no new major insights were revealed and issues were
repeated from other interviews. Setting: Two hospital sites
in the one town (one community hospital and one general
hospital). Patients: One hundred and twenty-five patients
were purposively sampled by mail from a list of patients who
had been referred in the previous year to the participating
hospitals for physiotherapy management of low back pain.
Thirty-four patients volunteered to participate in interviews.
Method of analysis: Transcribed interview data were
analysed using a framework analysis approach to generate
key themes. Key themes were summarised into key
dimensions of satisfaction with physiotherapy. Results: The
key dimensions of satisfaction, and their constructs, were
identified as: the professional and personal manner of the
therapist (friendly, sympathetic, listening, respectful, skilled,
thorough, inspired confidence); the explaining and teaching
which occurred during each episodes (identifying the
problem, self management, process of treatment,
prognosis); how much the treatment was consultative
(patient involvement in the treatment process, response to
questions, responsive to self help needs); the structure that
shaped access to and time with the therapist (such as short
waiting time, open access and enough time); and the
outcome (treatment effectiveness and gaining self help
strategies). Conclusion: There is a wide range of issues
about which patients make judgements about the quality of
physiotherapy. These involve satisfaction with the process
as well as the outcome.
Commentary
Seeking understanding about satisfaction with service
delivery from a consumer’s perspective is an important part
of quality processes (Jolley 1995). There is extensive
literature about the concept of satisfaction, yet there
remains an absence of an agreed definition of what the
concept means. As May and others have pointed out, it is
agreed that satisfaction is a multidimensional concept, it is
a reflection of quality in process and outcomes of care; and
many factors, including things such as information
received, contribute to a perception of satisfaction from the
consumer’s perspective (Mahon 1996, May 2001). 
The study by May provides valuable insight into the factors
that clients receiving physiotherapy for back pain perceived
as being important for their care. What is of particular
interest in this study is the collection of data with semi-
structured interviews. Interview transcripts from 34
patients provided a rich source of data, out of which
common themes were extracted. This particular approach is
appropriate when the human experience of a phenomena is
being examined (in this case experience of physiotherapy
services). 
Findings from this study and others indicate that
satisfaction is contextualised by expectations, values and
beliefs, and time. Determining what patients expect from
physiotherapy care before attempting to measure their
satisfaction also is important. May asked important
questions about expectations and this set the context for
further questioning and analysis. While most researchers
agree that patient satisfaction is a multidimensional
concept, they also agree that satisfaction is inversely
related to expectation. That is,  if expectations are low on
entry into a the health system, then satisfaction will likely
be greater. Therefore the importance of establishing
expectations of patients is important if satisfaction is used
as a measure of quality (Mahon 1996).
Esther J May 
University of South Australia 
References
Jolley GM (1995): Obtaining consumer views on primary
and community-based health care services: A literature
review. Adelaide: South Australian Community Health
Research Unit.
May SJ (2001): Patient satisfaction with management of
back pain. Part 1: What is satisfaction? Review of
satisfaction with medical management. Physiotherapy 87:
4-9.
Mahon PY (1996): An analysis of the concept “patient
satisfaction” as it relates to contemporary nursing care.
Journal of Advanced Nursing 24: 1241-1248.
Patients with back pain value the process, 
as well as outcomes, of care 
